
Audits of listed companies
A peculiar trend happened in South Korea lately.  Audits of listed companies by the Big-4 are declining       
gradually from 984, 963, 953, 879 to 734 in 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020 respectively.  Simultaneously, 
the top 5 to 10 firms had a 50% increase in the audits of listed companies from 568 in 2019 to 852 in 2020.  
The possible reason for this shift was due to the introduction of oversight by the Korean Government, as well 
as a change in the Big-4’s focus. The statistics appear to suggest that 3 of the 4 Big-4 firms place greater 
efforts in advisory services, because lately, more than 50% of their fees were from advisory services whereas 
the medium sized firms seem to focus on audit.  

Working hours for CPAs
Another point that fascinated the participants is relating to the working hours in South Korea. In 2018, the 
Korean Government implemented the 52-hour workweek rule which applies to all businesses that have 5 or 
more employees. The 52-hour workweek rule stipulates a maximum of 40 regular working hours and 12 
overtime hours. Failure to comply with the rule may result in the employer being subjected to criminal         
punishment of up to 2 years in prison or a fine of up to 20 million Korean won (RM72,000). The                            
implementation of such a rule demonstrates that the Korean Government seriously promotes ‘work-life 
balance’ which definitely contributes to the fostering of a better working place for many CPAs.  

Remuneration and audit fees
The remuneration package of an accountant is not a small figure to the firms in South Korea.  In view of the 
demand for higher audit quality resulting from the change in regulatory requirements which require greater 
effort and longer audit working hours to ensure compliance with regulatory requirements and higher audit 
quality, the minimum annual wage of a 2-3-year manager in the firms has risen from USD39,000 in 2011 to 
USD79,000 in 2021.   Concomitantly, audit fees of listed companies presented an upward trend in the past 5 
years from the average of USD109,000 in 2017 to USD246,000 in 2021. The rise in audit fees required the 
firms to explain the changes in rules and working requirements to clients so as to defend those fee rates.  

This ‘get-to-know-K-Accounting Profession’ webinar was well-received by the 
participants and many of the participants had requested for the next destination.  
Stay tuned!  MICPA will look into it and we welcome everyone to join us for the 
next destination.

South Korea has experienced one of the largest economic transformations in 
recent history. It started as an agriculture-based economy in the 1960s and 
became the 10th largest economy in the world in terms of gross domestic        
product lately. The world is paying attention to their remarkable economic            
resilience and growth potential. K-pop, K-beauty, K-food, K-content and         
K-cosmetics have become global brands and Korean culture has enthralled 
people all over the world.  

Virtual Tour
MICPA organised a virtual practice tour to Hanul LLC, South Korea on 18 August 2021. The event that 
attracted about 100 participants was an eye-opener to many of us as we learned about the ‘K-Accounting 
Profession’. It was a candid sharing by Mr Hwang Heung-Ju, Managing Partner of Hanul LLC and Mr Hwang 
EuiYoung, Financial Advisory Service Director of Hanul LLC.  Special thanks goes to Mr Hwang Heung-Ju for 
opening up his office for participants to have a virtual peek into Hanul LLC’s working environment.  

The K-Accounting Profession
It was interesting to know that the ‘K-Accounting Profession’ has merely 195 accounting firms due to the 
requirement of a minimum of 10 CPAs to qualify for the formation of an accounting firm in South Korea. The 
latest statistics show that 19 accounting firms have more than 100 CPAs each and a majority of the 
accounting firms have 10 to 49 CPAs.  The structure seems to encourage CPAs to combine and form 
accounting firms.  Nevertheless, a group of CPAs which has more than 3 CPAs, but which is not registered as 
accounting firm, can team up to form a ‘Group of Practitioners’ in South Korea to provide audit services; 
however, the ‘Group of Practitioners’ cannot conduct listed company audit services.  
In contrast, Malaysia has approximately 1,400 accounting firms of which 38 firms are registered with the 
Audit Oversight Board.  In addition, there is no restriction as to the number of CPAs that a firm must have 
before it is allowed to practise in Malaysia. The sole requirement is that the auditor signing the financial 
statements has to be an approved auditor.

Demographics in the K-Accounting Profession
Males are generally attracted to the ‘K-Accounting Profession’.  This is reflected in 83% of 22,861 CPAs in 
South Korea being males.  Of this number, approximately 65% are currently working in accounting firms and 
serving as a ‘Group of Practitioners’.  The remaining 7,503 CPAs are attached to corporates and other 
non-corporate organisations.  Some of the accounting firms do recruit foreign CPAs, however, proficiency of 
the Korean language is important for foreign CPAs who wish to work in the ‘K-Accounting Profession’.
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